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1 Introduction 
 
“Reading books, listening to music and watching films benefit me more [in learning 
English] than the current learning methods used in the English class. Internet as well, 
but then again, it is obvious.”  
 
This comment by an upper secondary school student is a good example of how today’s 
youth encounter and learn English outside school. English has been used as an 
international language in many areas such as science and entertainment for several 
decades already, but it is remarkable how widespread the use of English is in today’s 
youth’s everyday lives. As the student expresses it, it is obvious for the digital natives1 
of today that one can learn English on the internet, in addition to which more traditional 
pastimes of youth such as listening to music and watching films are undergoing a 
change as well, as the emergence of worldwide connectivity via the internet provides 
Finnish youth with access to ever-increasing amount of English-language content from 
all over the globe at any time.  
The status of English language in Finland has been examined in several studies in 
recent years (cf. e.g. Leppänen 2007, Leppänen et al. 2008, Leppänen et al. 2009, 
Taavitsainen and Pahta 2003, Taavitsainen and Pahta 2008). The special status of the 
English language in Finnish society is clearly manifested in the results of these studies, 
and one might hence assume that learning English at schools would substantially differ 
from learning other foreign languages due to the special status English exhibits. This 
topic, however, has not been sufficiently studied, which forms the main motivation of 
this study. 
In this thesis, the informal learning of English is examined from the viewpoint of the 
possible effects of this phenomenon on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning. 
In other words, it is investigated how much and in what kind of situations upper 
secondary school students report to learn English outside school, and whether the 
                                                 
1 Digital natives refer to individuals born in the nineties of after that who have grown up with the modern 
information and communications technology and are sovereign in using these technologies (cf. Pihkala-
Posti 2012: 109). 
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informal learning of English correlates with the students’ English grades and the time 
they spent traditionally learning English, that is, doing homework and studying for 
tests. 
The thesis is organised as follows: in Chapter 2, the theoretical background of this 
study is presented. Chapter 3 presents the material and methods used in the study. In 
Chapter 4 the results are presented and discussed. Finally, Chapter 5 ends the thesis 
with a conclusion. 
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2 Theoretical background 
The theoretical part of my thesis examines English as a foreign language in the Finnish 
school context, English as a global language, as well as discusses the concept of 
informal learning of a language, and more specifically, English. 
2.1 English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Finland 
2.1.1 Historical overview 
No one can deny the importance that acquiring English skills in today’s world holds. 
The dominance of English language is, however, a relatively new phenomenon in 
Finnish society. Teaching and learning English as a foreign language in Finland has 
undergone a radical change since the beginning of the 20th century. In the following, a 
brief historical overview of English as a Foreign Language (henceforth EFL) in 
Finland is given. The overview is a summary of Leppänen and Nikula (2008: 17‒19), 
and whenever further sources have been consulted they are indicated in the text. 
English was established as a contemporary language to be offered and learned at girls’ 
schools in 1918 and by 1941 in all school forms. In the twenties and thirties the first 
Anglicisms started to appear in popular culture, such as music, films and dance. 
English started to gain more popularity as a foreign language after the Second World 
War, at the same time as German was losing its popularity (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 
17). 
In the forties and fifties the number of schools that offered English as an optional 
foreign language was on the increase, and as Finnish economy started to gain 
momentum after the wars, there started to be a need for English skills due to the 
importance English already at that time had as a language of commerce. The fifties 
brought American popular culture such as rock and roll music as well as American 
films to Finland, and once television broadcasts started in the mid-fifties, English 
language programmes were also available to the Finns. The first English language 
programmes were, however, dubbed in Finnish (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 17).  
In the sixties, along with the urbanisation and modernisation of Finnish society, the 
interest to study English grew, and English also became the language of youth culture 
and popular music. As a consequence, in this decade English surpassed German and 
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Swedish, thus becoming the most widely learned foreign language. During the sixties, 
Finns also started more frequently to travel abroad, which increased the need to have 
English skills. In the sixties, dubbing the English language programmes was replaced 
with Finnish subtitles (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 18).  
In the seventies and eighties Finland underwent further westernisation and gained 
wealth, due to which the importance of English language increased even further. The 
school system underwent major changes in the years between 1972 and 1977 as the 
old system with parallel schooling options was replaced with one basic education for 
all, namely the comprehensive school (peruskoulu), and along with this change, 
learning at least one foreign language in addition to the second official language of the 
country, that is, Swedish or Finnish, became mandatory (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 
18).  
In the nineties, Finland was becoming more and more international politically, as well 
as economically, which is reflected in Finland joining the European Union in 1995. 
Finland started to emerge as a country with high technology and one of the leading 
countries in broadly adopting information and communications technology, which 
further strengthened the role of English in Finland. (See also Taavitsainen and Pahta 
2008: 28‒29.) English language education became more common, as English-
mediated schools were founded, and options to study English at a university level 
increased. (See also Taavitsainen and Pahta 2003: 6.) In addition, English also started 
to be more commonly used as the language of science. The use and influence of 
English in popular culture increased, and English started to be more and more used in 
work life, as well as in the media (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 19).  
At the beginning of the new millennium, English was ever-increasingly used in more 
and more areas of life, such as entertainment and popular culture, media, work life and 
science and the internet. By this time, English had established its position as the most 
popular foreign language at schools, clearly apart from the other foreign languages 
(Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 19). 
The strong position of English in Finnish society is ever-strengthening in the 2010s, 
and the current trend is that English is a necessity for everyone and English is not even 
considered as a foreign language anymore (cf. Taavitsainen and Pahta 2003: 10). As 
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Taavitsainen and Pahta put it already in 2003, “[k]knowledge of English is considered 
a skill like the ability to read” (2003: 10). In a newspaper article published in the 
Finnish newspaper Aamulehti on 6th February 20142, Mika Lintujärvi, the coordinator 
for early childhood education and basic education in Tampere, states accordingly that 
English has already become a basic skill expected of any Finnish citizen and that one 
can claim to have foreign language skills only when one can master a further foreign 
language. 
Before looking more closely into the current status of EFL in Finland, it is important 
to briefly discuss the adoption of English into Finnish society from the viewpoint of 
why there has been such a radical and relatively quick change in this. It is a fact that 
English has become a useful skill all around the globe nowadays, but in Finland it 
seems to inhabit an especially important status. This might be due to the following 
factors: 
 In the post-war period, English symbolised westernisation and 
internationalisation for the Finns, and therefore became quickly a popular 
language to learn as Finns were aiming to distance themselves from the 
Swedes, Germans and first and foremost Russians, with whom Finland has had 
difficult relationships in the past (Leppänen and Nikula 2008: 21). 
 Finnish language is spoken by a relatively small population (approximately 5 
million speakers), and it is not a common language to be learned outside 
Finland as a foreign language, which is why it is in general essential for Finns 
to master foreign languages in order to communicate with the rest of the world 
(cf. Hoffmann 2000: 8). 
2.1.2 Current status of EFL in Finnish schools 
As mentioned above, since the seventies and the beginning of the comprehensive 
school it has been mandatory to learn at least one foreign language in addition to the 
second official language of the country, that is, Finnish or Swedish. This mandatory 
foreign language is called the A1-language and it is started latest in the third grade of 
comprehensive school (Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 8). The dominance of English as an 
                                                 
2 
http://www.aamulehti.fi/Pirkanmaa/1194872932151/artikkeli/pispalan+koulun+lapset+puhuvat+tulev
aisuuden+hittikielta+katso+video.html 
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A1-language in Finnish schools is very clear, as 90.5 per cent of pupils learned English 
as an A1-language in 2010 (Kumpulainen 2011: 49). In contrast, 5.2 per cent of the 
pupils learned Finnish as an A1-language3, and following this, 1.3 per cent of the 
pupils learned German as an A1-language (Kumpulainen 2011: 49). 
At the fourth or latest fifth grade of comprehensive school, the pupils are offered an 
additional optional foreign language, called the A2-language (Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 
8). The languages offered as an A2 depend on the municipality and the resources it 
dedicates to foreign language teaching (cf. Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 21‒24). In 2010, 
English was the most commonly learned A2-language with 7.6 per cent of pupils 
learning it4, compared with 5.5 per cent of pupils learning German, for instance 
(Kumpulainen 2011: 50). 
As the pupils enter the lower secondary school, they start learning the second official 
language of Finland, that is, Swedish or Finnish, as a B1-language, unless they started 
learning it already as an A1- or A2-language. In addition to this, pupils may choose to 
learn a further optional language, B2-language, that typically starts in the 8th grade 
(Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 8). In 2010, 99.0 per cent of lower secondary school pupils, 
that is, nearly everyone, were learning English as an A1- or A2-language, and 0.1 per 
cent as a B2-language. The most popular B2-language was German with 6.5 per cent 
of the pupils studying it (Kumpulainen 2011: 50–51). 
At the upper secondary school, students continue learning their A-language(s) and B-
language(s)5, in addition to which they may choose a further optional foreign language, 
a B3-language (Kumpulainen 2011: 104). In 2010, 98.9 per cent of the students that 
completed upper secondary school had studied English (Kumpulainen 2011: 105). In 
comparison, the percentages for German, French and Russian were 15.9%, 9.5% and 
2.7%, respectively (Kumpulainen 2011: 107). 
It is clear from these statistics that English holds a very important position in language 
learning in Finland in comparison with other foreign languages as virtually the entire 
younger generation is learning English. It is important to note here as well that in 
                                                 
3 The majority of these pupils are Swedish speaking Finns, among whom it is very common to choose 
Finnish as their A1 and English as their A2 (Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 23, Kumpulainen 2011: 230). 
4 See Footnote 3 for explanation. 
5 They may, however, stop studying the optional A2- and B2-languages, if they wish to do so. 
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comparison with several European countries, such as Greece, Germany and Italy, 
where learning English is mandatory, English does not hold a mandatory language 
status in Finland (Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe 2012: 47). In 
theory, then, Finnish youth could complete their entire school path all the way until 
the end of upper secondary school without learning any English. In practice, however, 
this is a very unlikely scenario, due to at least the following reasons: firstly, the 
importance of English skills is so broadly acknowledged in Finnish society that not 
studying English does not seem like a rational option for anyone (cf. Taavitsainen and 
Pahta 2003: 10) and secondly, the resources municipalities use on offering foreign 
languages restrict the languages offered at schools, and especially in smaller 
municipalities, English is the only foreign language that is offered to the pupils as an 
A1-language6 (cf. Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 21). 
Taking into account that English holds such an important position in comparison with 
other foreign languages that it is learned by virtually the entire school-aged population, 
the question arises whether it may receive special attention in the school curricula. In 
order to examine this, a look at the curricula will be taken in the following. As the 
empirical study presented and discussed in Sections 3 and 4 is concerned with upper 
secondary school students, the National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary 
Schools will be examined. 
The National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools (henceforth referred as 
the Curriculum) serves as a guideline for upper secondary schools. In other words, the 
Curriculum is supposed to guide headmasters and teachers in planning and executing 
the education given at different institutions. Every upper secondary school has to 
comply with the contents and objectives set out in the Curriculum, and based on the 
Curriculum upper secondary schools will form their own, school-specific curricula, 
which may include additions and specifications to the Curriculum7 (Cf. Opetushallitus 
2003: 4). In the following, the current Curriculum from the year 2003 will be examined 
                                                 
6 In 2009, around 90 per cent of the 348 Finnish municipalities only offered English as an A1-language 
(Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 21). 
7 It has to be noted here that in Finland the teachers and schools are relatively free to choose the detailed 
methods and means to execute their teaching compared with many other countries, which leads to the 
fact that the detailed methods and means vary from school to school and from teacher to teacher. 
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in order to see what is said about foreign language teaching and whether English 
receives special remarks in the Curriculum. 
All foreign languages are discussed in the same chapter (Foreign Languages), in which 
the aims and objectives of foreign language instruction, and assessment of the subject 
and contents of the obligatory courses are presented (Opetushallitus 2003: 102‒109). 
The contents presented in this chapter generally refer to all foreign languages, and no 
language-specific aspects are given. In other words, English is treated similarly than 
all the other foreign languages despite its dominance at schools. There is one point, 
however, where English is treated differently from the other foreign languages: in the 
table, where objectives of instructions are presented, the objectives for English differ 
from those for other foreign languages. 
Table 1. The objectives of instruction in the upper secondary school (Opetushallitus 
2003: 102). 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, it is visible that higher objectives are set to English at all 
levels (A, B2, B3) compared with other foreign languages. In English at the A-level, 
for instance, the objective is the level B2.1, which in the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages refers to the lower level of Independent User 
– Vantage, whereas the objectives of other languages at A-level are one to two steps 
lower at the lower and higher level of Independent User – Threshold (cf. Council of 
Europe 2001: 23).  
In conclusion, when it comes to general aims of language instruction, all foreign 
languages are treated similarly in the Curriculum, but when looking at the language 
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levels the students should achieve in the foreign languages, the objectives are set 
higher for English compared with all the other foreign languages. The reasons behind 
the different objectives are, however, not explicated in the Curriculum. 
As no explanation is given for the higher objectives for English, one might only 
assume that the importance of English as a global language may lie behind this. Two 
assumptions can be made of the reasons which the policymakers may have had in their 
minds when constructing the Curriculum. Either the policymakers acknowledge the 
global presence of English and assume that English can be accessed and learned more 
often informally than other foreign languages, which is why the objectives can be set 
higher, assuming that the informal learning of English contributes to a higher English 
proficiency. Or, keeping in mind that the Curriculum is a prescriptive guideline for the 
schools, the policymakers maintain that due to its global presence, English should be 
mastered at a higher level than other foreign languages. Either way, the fact that 
English indeed is one of the major global languages of today seems to be 
acknowledged in the Curriculum8. In the following section, English as a global 
language is further examined. 
2.2 English as a global language 
It is well known that English has grown and spread to become the international 
language used virtually everywhere nowadays. It is very difficult to know the exact 
number of native and non-native speakers of English, but estimations vary between 
500 million and one billion speakers, out of which less than a half speak it as their 
mother tongue (Graddol 1997, 2006, McCrum et al. 2002: 9‒10 in Swann 2007: 11). 
The reasons for the spread of English have been examined in several studies (see a list 
of studies in Hoffmann 2000: 5). It is important to note that the reasons that originally 
initiate the spread of a language may not be the same reasons that maintain the growth, 
as Hoffmann (2000: 5) points out. When regarding English, the reasons that originally 
initiated the spread can be traced back to the colonialism, whereas factors such as the 
increasing role of the USA in world affairs maintain it (Hoffmann 2000: 5). English is 
certainly not the only language spread via colonisation, but what differentiates it from 
                                                 
8 Examining school-specific curricula may offer hints as to why English is treated differently in the 
Curriculum. Due to space limitations, however, the examination of school-specific curricula were left 
out of this thesis. 
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other former colonial languages such as Spanish is that it has extensively and rapidly 
spread to many parts of the globe where it never had any colonial power (Hoffmann 
2000: 5), and has hence become a lingua franca. As Hoffmann puts it: 
English has become the lingua franca for trade, tourism, air travel, popular media, 
sport, science, technology and many other fields of importance in contemporary life; 
and English is a sine qua non if one wants to gain access to international electronic 
information networks. (Hoffmann 2000: 5.) 
Finland is among the European countries where the rise of English has been very 
prominent, as was already discussed in Section 2.1.1 (see also Hoffmann 2000: 8). 
Researchers in the field of applied linguistics and education have acknowledged the 
special status of English in Finland, and this topic has received attention in several 
studies in the recent years (cf. e.g. Leppänen 2007, Leppänen et al. 2008, Leppänen et 
al. 2009, Taavitsainen and Pahta 2003, Taavitsainen and Pahta 2008). 
The presence of English in Finns’ everyday life is striking, as English is, one way or 
another, present in the everyday life of nearly the entire Finnish population: 85 per 
cent of the respondents of a nationwide survey carried out by Leppänen et al. (2009) 
have learned at least some English, 90 per cent claim to have at least some skills in 
English and 80 per cent of the respondents encounter the language in their everyday 
life at least at times (Leppänen et al. 2009: 148). The percentage of respondents, 10 
per cent, that Leppänen et al. define as have-nots (Leppänen et al. 2009: 151), that is, 
as individuals who cannot speak English and thus cannot participate in communicative 
situations in English, is considerably smaller than in most of the other EU-countries 
(Leppänen et al. 2009: 152, see also Eurobarometer 2012). English is used both in 
intranational contexts, such as Finnish media, advertisement, and everyday spoken 
language as well as international contexts for communicative purposes (Taavitsainen 
and Pahta 2008: 37). Taavitsainen and Pahta conclude that 
[t]he English language has increasingly become a natural part of language resources 
for Finns. It is a new kind of second language, used as a lingua franca for international 
communication, but at the same time glocalized, appropriated for local uses and 
meanings, and perhaps often used simply because it is there. (Taavitsainen and Pahta 
2008: 37.) 
The role of English seems especially important among the youth. As mentioned above, 
virtually the entire younger generation is learning English at school, in addition to 
which the strong preference towards Anglo-American popular culture exposes the 
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youth to English language on a daily basis (Leppänen 2007: 150, Taavitsainen and 
Pahta 2003: 5, see also Kangasvieri et al. 2011: 43 and Leppänen et al. 2009: 43, 48‒
49). As a consequence, the opportunities to learn English informally are numerous. In 
the following section, the informal learning of English is examined. 
2.3 Informal learning of English 
In this section, informal learning of English is dealt with. In the first subsection, the 
essential terminology is discussed, after which the following subsection concentrates 
on introducing a new form of informal learning of English especially in favour of the 
youth, that is, the informal learning of English assisted by Information and 
Communications Technology and new media. The last subsection deals with the 
implications of informal learning of English for learning English as a foreign language 
at school. 
2.3.1 Defining informal learning 
Before further examining the informal learning of English, it is of utmost importance 
to define informal learning and how it is used in this study. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)9 defines 
informal learning as follows: 
Informal learning is never organised, has no set objective in terms of learning 
outcomes and is never intentional from the learner’s standpoint. Often it is referred to 
as learning by experience or just as experience. (http://www.oecd.org/education/ 
skills-beyond-school/recognitionofnon-formalandinformallearning-home.htm) 
In other words, in contrast with formal learning, such as learning in the school context, 
informal learning takes place in everyday life contexts, such as at home, it does not 
have any clearly set goals, in addition to which it does not happen intentionally. 
This definition provided by the OECD is, however, rather narrow and can be argued 
not to be fully applicable for accounting for and describing the informal learning of 
English, as it seems to ignore individuals who consciously engage themselves in 
                                                 
9 The OECD is an international organisation aiming at promoting policies with the help of which global 
economic and social issues may be solved. In the field of education, the OECD is most prominently 
known of its Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) (See http://www.oecd.org/about/  
and http://www.oecd.org/pisa/). 
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informal learning situations, such as watching English-language films or series or 
playing computer games in order to improve their English skills, or individuals whose 
partial motivation for engaging in informal learning situations of English is to improve 
their English skills. In other words, improving their English skills may not be the main 
reason to use English outside school, but it may be considered as a “by-product” of 
using English outside school. 
Therefore, the definitions provided by European Commission (2000) and Stevens and 
Shield eds. (2010) seem more suitable for describing informal learning of English, as 
can be seen in the following: 
Informal learning is a natural accompaniment to everyday life. Unlike formal and non-
formal learning, informal learning is not necessarily intentional learning, and so may 
well not be recognised even by individuals themselves as contributing to their 
knowledge and skills. (European Commission 2000: 8) 
Informal learning: Learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family 
or leisure. It is not structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning 
support) and typically does not lead to certification. Informal learning may be 
intentional but in most cases it is non-intentional (or ‘incidental’/ random). (Stevens 
and Shield eds. 2010: 12.) 
Although neither of the definitions consider that informal learning could have 
structured learning objectives, neither of the definitions exclude the possibility that 
informal learning may be intentional. As the study presented below demonstrates, it is 
indeed often the case that learners themselves recognise the importance informal 
learning has on their English skills, and in addition often intentionally engage 
themselves in activities where they have the possibility to improve their English skills 
(see Section 4.3.3). Therefore, partly following the definitions of the OECD, European 
Commission (2000) and Stevens and Shield eds. (2010), informal learning of English 
is defined as the following in my study: 
Informal learning of English is learning that takes place outside school in a non-
organised setting (at home, for instance). It does not need to have a set objective in 
terms of learning outcome, but objectives such as improving English skills, or 
improving only certain areas such as vocabulary, are possible. Informal learning of 
English may be non-intentional, but may as well be intentional and learning outcomes 
may be considered as “by-products” of using English outside school. 
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2.3.2 Informal learning of English assisted by Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) and new media 
Informal learning of languages can take place in a number of contexts. The context 
that has received the most attention in the past decades is informal learning in natural 
acquisition settings, that is, residing in a country and informally learning the language 
spoken there (cf. Lightbown and Spada 2006: 110‒111). As the informal learning in 
natural acquisition settings occupies a relatively minor role in my study in comparison 
with informal learning of English that takes place in the youth’s everyday activities 
such as browsing the internet or reading books, it will not be further discussed here. A 
new, emerging form of informal learning of languages, taken up especially by the 
youth, is informal learning assisted by Information and Communications Technology 
and new media which will be discussed in the following. 
Information and Communications Technology (henceforth ICT) is a broad term 
encapsulating the applications and disciplines categorised behind any system with 
information processing and wireless communication capabilities. The term commonly 
refers to devices and services allowing information processing and access as well as 
connectivity between people, such as computers, mobile phones and tablets. New 
media, on its part, refers to digital, on-demand forms of media such as computer 
games, internet-based streaming services and Smart TVs, as well as social media, such 
as Facebook and Twitter (cf. Pihkala-Posti 2012: 110 and Stevens and Shield eds. 
2010: 8). ICT and new media enable the access to content and the possibility for 
communication anytime and anywhere, and they are rapidly overtaking traditional 
means of accessing information as well as communication and entertainment, 
especially among the youth (cf. Pihkala-Posti 2012: 110‒111 and Stevens and Shield 
eds. 2010: 34‒35). Recent statistics show, for instance, that a majority of Finnish youth 
spend more time on the internet than watching television (Pihkala-Posti 2012: 111). 
Although its share of the web content has decreased in recent years, English is still the 
leading language of the internet, and the share of content by non-native speakers is 
increasing (Graddol 2006: 44‒45). Keeping in mind Finnish youth’s strong preference 
towards Anglo-American popular culture (Leppänen 2007: 150, Taavitsainen and 
Pahta 2003: 5), ICT and new media have thus drastically increased the opportunities 
for the youth to access English language content regarding their pastime activities, as 
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ICT and new media enable direct and instant access to nearly endless amounts of 
English-language content such as video clips, films, television series, as well as the 
option to communicate in English either with natives or non-natives through social and 
other forms of digital media. Therefore, it can be strongly assumed that informal 
learning of English is involved when the youth access or produce English language 
content or communicate in English via ICT and new media. 
The emergence of ICT and new media and their connection with language learning is 
a relatively new phenomenon, and at least in Finland has not attracted yet much 
attention in the field of applied linguistics and foreign language pedagogy. As an 
example, the nationwide survey of Leppänen et al. (2009) examining English use and 
attitudes towards English merely touched upon this topic (Leppänen et al. 2009: 102–
104), and delivered few noteworthy results regarding this. Recent theses by Uuskoski 
(2011) and Salmela (2012), as well as an ongoing dissertational project by Pihkala-
Posti (discussed in Pihkala-Posti 2012) are some of the few studies examining this 
topic. In addition, a multinational study examining ICT and new media use in 
connection with language learning in eight European Union countries, including 
Finland, by European Commission (Stevens and Shield eds. 2010) was recently 
published. In this study, some preliminary results considering ICT and new media in 
connection with language learning are presented. Nevertheless, the results are rather 
general, and this study can be seen as an impetus for further research (see for more 
information Stevens and Shield eds. 2010). 
2.3.3 Implications of informal learning of English for EFL classrooms 
As discussed in Sections 2.2 and 2.3.2, English is an important language for Finnish 
youth, and in addition to learning it at school, it is common that the youth are 
informally exposed to English-language content on a daily basis, especially with the 
help of ICT and new media. It would be only logical to assume that exposure of this 
magnitude would lead to informal learning of English, which would on its part have 
an effect on youth’s English skills. Nevertheless, one must keep in mind the individual 
differences of the youth, as there may be striking differences between individuals as 
to how often they engage in informal learning situations and accordingly how much 
this improves their English skills. Especially when considering the individual 
differences regarding students’ informal learning of English, it is of utmost importance 
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that the impact informal learning has on teaching and learning in EFL classrooms is 
studied. 
In the recent years, studies on informal learning of English in connection with English 
skills have been carried out. In her dissertation (2009), Sundqvist examined Swedish 
lower secondary school students and the connection between their informal learning 
of English and their vocabulary and oral skills. She found out that the informal learning 
positively and significantly correlated with improvement in oral and especially in 
vocabulary skills, and as boys in her study were more active in engaging in informal 
learning situations of English, the informal learning of English hence affected more 
strongly the boys’ vocabulary and oral proficiency of English (Sundqvist 2009). 
Sundqvist does not examine the implications of informal learning of English for EFL 
classrooms in her dissertation, but briefly discusses the hypothetical implications for 
classrooms at the end of her dissertation by mainly encouraging teachers to raise 
awareness on and to acknowledge informal learning in classrooms (Sundqvist 2009: 
205‒206).   
In addition, Geoffrey Sockett together with his colleagues have conducted research on 
informal learning of English assisted by ICT and new media in France (see e.g. Sockett 
2012, Sockett and Toffoli 2012 and Sockett and Kusyk 2013). The emergence of ICT 
and new media has perhaps been even more groundbreaking in France in comparison 
with Finland regarding informal learning of English, as prior to online access to 
English-speaking television series and films, it was relatively rare to encounter English 
language in French television and other media due to dubbing (cf. Sockett and Kusyk 
2013). In their research, Sockett and his colleagues have examined, for instance, how 
common it is for EFL learners to engage in ICT-related English language activities in 
informal contexts and what activities these typically are (Sockett 2012, Sockett and 
Toffoli 2012 and Sockett and Kusyk 2013). In addition, Sockett and his colleagues 
have conducted research concerning French EFL teachers’ views on informal learning. 
For instance, a very interesting research result was reported in Toffoli and Sockett 
(2012) on the discrepancy between EFL teachers’ estimation of the amount of informal 
learning of English and the actual amount of informal learning of English as reported 
by EFL learners themselves (Toffoli and Sockett 2012 in Sockett and Toffoli 2013). 
In particular, the EFL teachers seemed to underestimate how common it was among 
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the EFL learners to encounter and learn English in informal contexts (Toffoli and 
Sockett 2012 in Sockett and Toffoli 2013).  
As can be seen above, studies on informal learning of English and especially ICT-
related informal learning of English have started to emerge. Nevertheless, the 
implications that this type of informal learning actually has for EFL classrooms 
regarding didactic aspects, for instance, seem not to have attracted yet the attention 
they deserve. Sockett and Kusyk (2013) mention a few challenges that EFL classrooms 
potentially meet due to ICT-related informal learning of English: 
(…) par exemple, la manière de transposer les registres de l'input (souvent familiers) 
vers celui du monde académique (souvent formel) ou encore un manque d'intérêt pour 
l'activité formelle par rapport à sa contribution à son apprentissage de la langue. 
(Sockett and Kusyk 2013.)  
((…) for example, the way of converting the registers of the input (often colloquial) 
to those of the academic world (often formal), or a lack of interest in formal activity 
in relation to its contribution to the learning of the language.)10 (Sockett and Kusyk 
2013.) 
In other words, the fact that the language that is often acquired in informal contexts is 
colloquial might be in great contrast to the formal language taught in classrooms, in 
addition to which it may be discouraging for the students to spend so much time 
studying the formal aspects of the language in the classroom when they realise how 
small a part this aspect of the language plays in actual communicative situations. The 
dichotomy between informal language use in actual communicative situations and 
formal language use in academic world is a topic needing further examination, 
especially as ICT-related informal learning of English seems to foster this division. 
The special status of English in Finland, especially among the youth, (see 2.2) as well 
as ICT-related informal learning of English have started to emerge as research topics 
in Finland as well. In his recent thesis, Uuskoski (2011) examined the connection 
between the English grades of upper secondary school students and playing computer 
games and found indeed a statistically significant correlation. His study did not, 
however, address the issue of what kind of implications this result may have for EFL 
teaching and learning. In fact, I have not found any studies examining the implications 
                                                 
10 Translated by the author of this thesis. 
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of the ever-increasing informal learning of English for learning and teaching English 
at Finnish schools. 
At the end of a book chapter by Nikula and Leppänen (2008: 426) dealing with 
research results and future challenges concerning English in Finland, it is merely 
mentioned that it would be of utmost importance in the future to consider how the 
informal learning of languages such as English should be taken into account in 
language education and pedagogy. Nikula and Leppänen suggest two hypothetical 
implications that informal learning of English may have for language teaching: firstly, 
that the objectives for English learners to achieve could be in overall raised to a higher 
level, and secondly that more resources could be directed to teaching other foreign 
languages instead of English. No theoretical background or evidence from existing 
research is given to support these suggestions, which leaves the reader with the thought 
whether these suggestions were presented merely for evoking discussion concerning 
this matter, rather than for being serious suggestions for future language education. 
Similar suggestions are found in the study of Leppänen et al. (2009: 20). 
The only study that I have found that examines the implications of informal learning 
of languages for foreign language pedagogy in Finland is the ongoing dissertational 
project of Pihkala-Posti (described in 2012), where she examines E-learning in the 
context of teaching and learning of German. The aim of her study is to develop a digital 
native-oriented foreign language pedagogy that would better meet the needs of the 
digital natives with the help of ICT and new media (Pihkala-Posti 2012).  
As I have not found any studies examining the implications of informal learning of 
languages for EFL classrooms (the ongoing PhD research project described above 
concentrates solely on German), there is a clear research gap in this field which my 
study addresses. 
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3 Material and methods 
3.1 Aim of the research and research questions 
As discussed above, the informal learning and use of English has been relatively 
extensively studied in Finland (cf. e.g. Leppänen 2007, Leppänen et al. 2008, 
Leppänen et al. 2009, Taavitsainen and Pahta 2003, Taavitsainen and Pahta 2008), but 
there is a research gap, as there are no studies which would deal with the implications 
of the multitude of different ways and means of informal learning of English for 
English teaching and learning. Hence, the aim of my study is to examine the informal 
learning of upper secondary school students in connection with their learning of 
English at schools, and in connection with their English grades. My research questions 
can be divided in two groups and are the following: 
1. What is the role of informal learning in upper secondary students’ English 
learning? 
a. How much of their English learning do the students estimate to take 
place outside the school setting? 
b. In which situations does this informal learning take place? 
c. On which areas of the English language do the students estimate the 
informal learning to have an effect? 
2. What is the connection between upper secondary school students’ informal 
learning of English and learning English at school? 
a. Is there a connection between the informal learning of English and the 
time and effort spent in learning English the traditional way (doing 
homework, studying for tests)? 
b. Is there a connection between the informal learning of English and 
English grades?  
c. Is there a connection between the informal learning of English and the 
perceived difficulty level of English courses? 
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3.2 Questionnaire 
A quantitative questionnaire for upper secondary school students was chosen as the 
data collection method in order to answer the abovementioned research questions (see 
Appendix 1). A quantitative approach was chosen over qualitative methods in order to 
gain a broader and more generalizable view on the topic. In addition, a quantitative 
approach is justified when the study is grounded on earlier research. Regarding the 
present study, the nationwide survey of Leppänen et al. (2009), relatively recent theses 
on the connection between playing computer games and English grades (Uuskoski 
2011) and informal learning of English and English grades (Salmela 2012), and a 
dissertation on the connection between informal learning of English and English 
proficiency (Sundqvist 2009) have all manifested results relevant to my topic.  
3.2.1 Questionnaire design 
The questionnaire was designed with regard to the guidelines and principles in Dörnyei 
(2007) and Dörnyei (2010). It was of utmost importance that the items in the 
questionnaire would concentrate on the topic of the study and try to capture as 
exhaustive an image on the topic as possible. Concerning the questionnaire design, the 
items were constructed in the way that they would be easily understandable to the 
students. Simple language was used and the structure of the questionnaire was orderly. 
In addition, loaded and ambiguous words, negative constructions, and double-
barrelled questions were avoided. The questionnaire was constructed in the students’ 
mother tongue, Finnish, in order to avoid any problems deriving from insufficient 
language skills. 
Uuskoski (2011) successfully carried out a large quantitative questionnaire study 
examining upper secondary school students, their English grades and playing 
computer games, and when designing my questionnaire, the questionnaire design used 
in Uuskoski’s study served as an example, especially concerning the wordings of 
certain questions and the background questions. 
In addition to the quantitative items in the questionnaire, space was provided at the 
end of the questionnaire, and students were prompted to freely express their thoughts 
on English learning, or to give feedback on the questionnaire if they wished to do so. 
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The questionnaire design and comprehensibility of the questions were tested with the 
help of a pilot study. The pilot group consisted of 30 learners of English. After the 
pilot study, an item analysis was carried out in order to determine how the items 
worked in actual practice and whether there were any inconsistencies, irregularities or 
other problems concerning the questions or the questionnaire design (cf. Dörnyei 2010: 
56‒57). Hardly any missing responses existed and the range of responses was good, 
that is, there were no questions that would be endorsed by nearly all the respondents 
or by nearly no one. As multi-item scales are not used in the questionnaire, the third 
aspect of the item analysis, checking for the internal consistency of multi-item scales, 
was not relevant for my study. Only one question was altered, question 1311, where 
one answer box was added. All in all, as the questionnaire needed no other revision, 
the responses of the pilot study were also decided to be incorporated into the sample. 
3.2.2 Sample 
The population examined in this study is upper secondary school students from 
Southern Finland. In contrast with lower secondary school pupils or even primary 
school pupils, upper secondary school students were chosen as the population as it was 
assumed that due to their higher English proficiency, upper secondary school students 
have access to a wider variety of informal learning contexts than younger pupils do. In 
addition, upper secondary school students were chosen as they already have several 
years’ experience in learning more than one foreign language, which has been found 
out to increase language awareness (De Angelis 2007: 121, see also Jessner 2006), 
thus contributing to richer data. 
All in all, the sample consists of 244 16‒19-year-old upper secondary school students 
from three upper secondary schools in the municipalities of Helsinki and Vantaa. The 
schools are of relatively average size in Finland, having between 300‒450 students. 
The lowest required GPA to gain admission in the schools vary between 7.75 and 
                                                 
11 Have you studied other foreign languages in addition to English and Swedish? The negative answer 
box No, I haven’t was added, as in the pilot study there was only an affirmative answer box if the student 
had studied other foreign languages, and if the student had not studied any other foreign languages, 
he/she was assumed to leave a blank answer. Leaving the answer blank, however, was afterwards 
considered ambiguous, as one cannot know whether the answer is left blank because the student has not 
studied other foreign languages or whether he/she overlooked the question. 
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8.5012, which means that the respondents cover a variety of students, especially when 
the questionnaire responses were collected from the entire English classes, adding to 
the representativeness of the sample. The number of respondents from each school 
varies to an extent, as in the first school the questionnaire was filled in by only one 
group consisting of 30 students, the group serving as a pilot test group. However, as 
mentioned above, all but one question needed no revision, and the responses from this 
group were also decided to be incorporated into the sample. From the two remaining 
schools, 114 students from five groups, and 100 students from four groups participated 
in the study, respectively.  
3.2.3 Questionnaire administration 
In order to gain access to English learners at upper secondary schools, the researcher 
contacted a number of English teachers teaching at upper secondary schools in 
Helsinki and Vantaa. When the teacher expressed their interest to participate in the 
study with their English groups, a permission to carry out the study in the school 
concerned was asked from the headmaster of the school. Two of the upper secondary 
schools that participated in the study are maintained by private organisations13, in 
whose case a research permit from the municipality was not necessary. Concerning the 
third school, however, a research permit was applied for from the municipality once 
the headmaster of the school had given his approval.  
Once all the permits were granted, dates were agreed on when the researcher would go 
to the schools to administrate the questionnaires. The data collection took place during 
April and May 2013. 
The questionnaire was personally administrated by the researcher in all the groups in 
order to avoid inconsistency when informing the respondents about the study and 
instructions how to fill it in. Before handing out the questionnaire, the researcher 
                                                 
12 The grading system used in Finnish comprehensive schools and upper secondary schools ranges from 
4 (fail) to 10 (excellent). 
13 In addition to municipalities, registered associations and foundations may also provide general upper 
secondary education according to the General Upper Secondary Schools Act (629/1998). In 2009, 
approximately 8 per cent of all upper secondary schools were maintained by private organisations. 
Upper secondary schools maintained by private organisations are under supervision of the school 
authorities, and the school-leaving certificates are equivalent to those awarded by municipal schools. 
(http://www.oph.fi/english/education/general_upper_secondary_education/ provision) 
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introduced herself, and described briefly the topic of the study. She explained that the 
questionnaires are filled in anonymously, and that the research material will be kept 
confidential. She also expressed her wish that the students would give responses 
according to their actual individual opinions and learning ways and habits, and not 
according to how they think they should learn. After this, some practical instructions 
as to how to fill in the questionnaire were given. Finally, the researcher asked whether 
the students had any questions concerning the questionnaire or the study, and thanked 
the students for their participation. 
The questionnaires were filled in in the classroom and returned to the researcher once 
completed. Filling in the questionnaires required approximately ten to twenty minutes 
depending on the student. 
3.3 Statistical analysis 
As mentioned above, all in all 244 responses were collected. The first step of 
processing the questionnaire data was, as suggested in Dörnyei (2010: 84), assigning 
an identification code to each questionnaire based on which it is later possible to 
identify the individual learners, and also the group and school they belong. After this 
step, the answers of the respondents were converted into numerical form so that the 
data could be processed by using SPSS. The next step was to key in the data into a 
computer file, and in this study it was chosen to enter the data directly into SPSS. 
Consistent guidelines were followed while entering the data: Missing answers were 
handled as missing data, and coded as blank values. If contradicting data were found, 
as in a respondent giving a negative answer whether he or she has lived in an English-
speaking country and then answering 1‒3 months to the question of the duration of the 
stay, both answers were eliminated. If the respondent checked more than one box 
where he or she was only asked to check one box, both answers were eliminated. In 
Question 7, if the respondent had for instance checked the boxes that he or she has 
learned English vocabulary and grammar by playing computer games but not checked 
the left-most box that playing computer games has contributed to his or her learning 
of English, the answers were not eliminated, as the missing data consistently appeared 
on the left-most column and the boxes were interpreted as unintentionally overlooked 
due to the complex appearance of the table. In Question 8, where the respondent was 
to choose the three most important informal learning contexts from the table in 
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Question 7, if the respondent mentioned other contexts that were not present in the 
table, these answers were eliminated. In Questions 7 and 8, if the respondent added 
school as an informal learning context, this answer was eliminated, as the researcher 
interprets school in the meaning of English classes, and the Questions 7 and 8 were 
intended to map informal learning outside English classes. In Question 8, if two 
contexts were given as the most important context where the respondent learns 
English, the first context mentioned was assigned to the most important context, and 
the second to the second most important context. In Questions 17 and 18, where the 
respondents were asked to estimate their typical course grade in Finnish, English and 
Swedish and their GPA in literate subjects, respectively, if they had answered by 
giving a range of grades, for instance 7‒8, the average of these grades was entered, 
that is, 7.5, and a very exact average grade such as 7.36 was rounded to the nearest 
whole or half a grade (in this case 7.5). Also, in Question 18, if the respondents had 
expressed hesitation about the exact GPA by writing approximately 7 or maybe 
something like 8, for instance, the number was entered as such. 
During and after this phase, the data was checked and cleaned, and three questionnaire 
answers were omitted from the sample due to one missing page, that is, only three out 
of four pages had been filled in in each of them. In addition, one more questionnaire 
answer was eliminated as it contained suspicious and inconsistent data, and a closer 
inspection revealed that the respondent was an exchange student with lacking skills of 
Finnish. Except the three questionnaires mentioned above where one page was not 
filled in, missing values did not occur often in the dataset. Nevertheless, it was decided 
to use pairwise deletion in the statistical analysis. 
In order to avoid typing errors made by the researcher when entering the data, the 
entire dataset was re-entered into SPSS and then computer-checked for consistency 
with the first data file. Once the data had been processed, checked, cleaned and once 
more cross-checked for consistency, 240 responses remained appropriate for analysis. 
The data analysis was completed with the help of SPSS. The main analytical tools used 
in this study are descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Univariate analysis, 
such as frequency distribution, and bivariate analysis, such as cross tabulation were 
used in order to answer the first research question about the role of informal learning 
of English. Correlation analysis was used in order to investigate correlations between 
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the informal learning of English and other factors such as course grades, hence in the 
attempt to answer the second research question. 
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4 Results and discussion 
In this section, the results of the study described above are presented and discussed. 
Before examining the results, a brief overview of the demographics of the informants 
that participated in the study is given. In addition, data which were left out of the 
analysis are briefly discussed. 
As already mentioned, the total number of participants in the study is 240. Genders are 
fairly represented in the sample as there are 121 male participants (50.4%) and 119 
female participants (49.6%) in the study. Most of the participants are 17 years old 
(54.2% of the sample), whereas around one quarter of the students are 16 years old 
(24.2%) and the remaining students 18 or 19 (21.7%). Finnish is the mother tongue 
among 94.6 per cent of the respondents while 2.9 per cent report to have another 
mother tongue and 2.5 per cent are bilingual with Finnish and another language. The 
majority of the respondents (72.1%) started learning English in the third grade of 
primary school, nearly one fifth (18.8%) before the third grade, and less than ten per 
cent (9.2%) later than that. 92 informants (38.3%) report that they have visited an 
English-speaking country, whereas 144 (60.0%) say that they have not visited an 
English-speaking country14.  
In addition to addressing the informal learning of English and learning English the 
traditional way, that is, by doing homework and studying for tests, the questionnaire 
(see Appendix 1) addressed the students’ Swedish learning in comparison with their 
English learning, as well as their learning of other foreign languages (Questions 12‒
16). These data were initially thought to complement those on English learning in 
providing points of comparison between English and another language taught and 
learnt at school. These data were, however, eventually decided to be left out of the 
results and discussion section below, as, after an initial analysis on the material, it was 
concluded that they were not sufficiently relevant to the core topic and research 
questions of this study.  
                                                 
14 4 responses are missing in this question. 
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These results generally correspond to the results found in the nationwide survey by 
Leppänen et al. (2009). In the nationwide survey, the percentages were the following:  
 
Figure 2. Learning English at school versus outside school. Leppänen et al. (2009: 88). 
However, as can be seen from the tables, the extreme values “only at school” and “only 
outside school” have a stronger representation in the nationwide survey, which can be 
explained by that the informants represent a wider variety of ages (15‒79-year-olds), 
and sociocultural backgrounds (education, urban vs. rural living environment). Indeed, 
Leppänen et al. (2009: 88) report that the answers “only at school” and “only outside 
school” are more strongly represented in the two oldest age groups (45‒64-year-olds 
and 65‒79-year-olds), and suggest that this may be due to the respondents in these age 
groups not having used English after their school years, and due to the great number 
of non-educated respondents in these age groups. 
In my study, the age group and sociocultural background is relatively homogeneous. 
As all of the respondents are upper secondary school students, it is interesting, 
however, that over one fifth of them report to learn more English outside school than 
at school. In this respect, English would seem to differ from other literary school 
subjects, as one can hardly think of many literary school subjects which would be 
learned informally in such a magnitude. In order to see what kind of effect this aspect 
has on the students’ English learning, throughout the analysis the respondents answers 
will be examined against the backdrop of informal learning, and the respondents will 
be divided into three groups: firstly, students who report to learn English “only at 
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4.1.1 Situations where informal learning takes place 
Next, it will be examined in which situations the students reported that they learn 
English outside school. Table 4 presents the situations in the order which situation was 
chosen by the most respondents, followed by the situation chosen by second most 
respondents15. As can be seen from the table, nearly 96 per cent of the respondents say 
that they have learned English by watching TV and films, and almost as many 
respondents by browsing the internet. Almost 90 per cent of the students report that 
they have learned English by listening to music. Around two thirds of the respondents 
have learned English when they have been travelling abroad and by reading books and 
comics. 57 per cent of the students say that playing computer games have contributed 
to their English learning, and around the same percentage of students have learned 
English with means of communicating with their friends. The situation which was 
chosen by the least respondents was communicating with relatives, in addition to 
which a number of other situations was mentioned by 13 respondents16. 
  
                                                 
15 In the questionnaire, the situations were given in alphabetical order. 
16 Other situations will not be further analysed as the occurrences were so few in number and they did 
not seem to reveal any common pattern or habit in the youth’s informal learning of English which would 
have been ignored in the questionnaire. 
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Table 5. Percentage of the top three answers to Question 8 “Choose three situations 
where you have learned the most English.” 
The most 
important 
situation 
1. Browsing the 
internet  
29.0% 
2. Watching TV 
and films  
28.1% 
3. Playing 
computer games 
13.0% 
The second most 
important 
situation 
1. Watching TV 
and films  
26.8% 
2. Browsing the 
internet  
21.2% 
3. Listening to 
music  
18.6% 
The third most 
important 
situation 
1. Watching TV 
and films  
22.1% 
2. Browsing the 
internet  
20.3% 
3. Listening to 
music  
19.4% 
The situations which students themselves rank as the most important situations where 
they learn the most English seem to correspond to the situations in Table 4: The three 
most common situations where the respondents report to learn English are also ranked 
among the most important situations. Interestingly, however, playing computer games 
was only the sixth-most common activity where the students said they have learned 
English, and yet it is ranked third in the list of the most important situations, which 
could indicate that the students that play computer games seem to think that they learn 
more from them than from other activities. Similarly, listening to music was a very 
commonly reported activity in regard with learning English as 89 per cent of the 
students said that they have learned English by listening to music. Yet only 4.3 per 
cent of the students ranked listening to music as the most important activity in regard 
with learning English, which could indicate that although a very common activity, the 
students do not consider that listening to music contributes as much to their English 
learning as the other activities do. 
Next, it will be investigated whether the amount of informal learning is connected with 
the situations which the students rank as important for learning English. For this, the 
most important situation in which the students have learned the most English is 
examined separately for each learner group, the institutional learners, the universal 
learners and the informal learners. The results can be seen in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Answers to question in which situation the student has learned the most 
English. 
Learner group Situation where the student has learned the most English 
Institutional 
learners 
1. Watching TV 
and films  
37.3% 
2. Browsing the 
internet 
23.7% 
3. Travelling 
abroad  
10.2% 
Universal 
learners 
1. Browsing the 
internet  
32.2% 
2. Watching TV 
and films  
26.1% 
3. Travelling 
abroad  
17.4% 
Informal learners 1. Playing 
computer games 
32.1% 
2. Browsing the 
internet  
30.2% 
3. Watching TV 
and films  
22.6% 
In Table 6, each line represents group-specific results equivalent to the first line in 
Table 5 where all respondents are included in the results. As can be seen in Table 5, 
the most important situation chosen by the most respondents in the entire sample is 
browsing the internet (29.0%), followed by watching TV and films (28.1%), and 
playing computer games (13.0%). When examining the results group-specifically, the 
results differ: in the group of institutional learners, watching TV and films is chosen 
by the most respondents, over one third, as the most important situation, followed by 
browsing the internet, and travelling abroad. In the group of universal learners, 
browsing the internet is chosen by nearly one third of the respondents, followed by 
watching TV and films and travelling abroad. In the group of informal learners, 
playing computer games is chosen by the most respondents, nearly one third, as the 
most important situation, followed by browsing the internet and watching TV and 
films. 
Watching TV and films and browsing the internet can be thus seen as activities that 
are considered important when learning English among all the respondents. In the 
groups of institutional learners and universal learners, travelling abroad is chosen more 
often than among the informal learners as the most important situation18, whereas 
playing computer games as an activity for learning English is clearly emphasized in 
the group of informal learners. Based on earlier research (Uuskoski 2011, Salmela 
                                                 
18 Travelling abroad did not make it to the top three list of the informal learners’ most important 
situations where they have learned English. Only 5.6 per cent of the informal learners, that is, three 
leaners, ranked travelling to be the most important situation. 
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addition, the activity has contributed to their reading comprehension skills in 92 per 
cent of the respondents. Nearly all of the students that have learned English by 
listening to music say that their listening comprehension has improved. 
In the second group are activities that have contributed to students’ English learning 
among 5 to 7 cases out of 10 (see Table 4). Travelling abroad has contributed mainly 
to oral skills, listening comprehension skills and cultural knowledge. Reading books 
and comics have improved students’ skills in vocabulary and reading comprehension. 
Playing computer games has helped students mainly improve their vocabulary. 
Communicating with friends has mostly contributed to students’ oral skills and 
listening comprehension. 
In the third group is only one activity, communicating with relatives, as this activity 
was reported to have an effect on English learning only by around 15 per cent of the 
students. Similarly to communicating with friends, this activity has mostly contributed 
to oral skills and listening comprehension. 
In the first group, the skills that are most often reported to have improved are 
vocabulary skills. Watching TV and films is mainly related to receptive skills, 
however, the students report that they have also gained cultural knowledge from this 
activity, which reflects the popularity especially Anglo-American popular culture has 
in Finland. Browsing the internet is a very general term and can include a variety of 
different activities, however, the students related this activity mainly with reading and 
writing. Interestingly, over one third of the students who said that listening to music 
has contributed to learning English say that their oral skills in English have improved. 
This could perhaps be explained with students picking up phrases from the lyrics, or 
learning oral skills through mimicking and singing. 
Here it has to be mentioned that due to space limitations and attempts to keep the 
questionnaire as straightforward as possible, students were not asked to specify which 
activities took place with the help of ICT and new media, nor to elaborate on, for 
instance, what exactly is included in their browsing the internet, and how much of the 
browsing takes place in English, or concerning watching the TV and films, whether 
the students use Finnish subtitles or watch something with English subtitles or without 
any subtitles. Due to this, especially concerning the activities browsing the internet 
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Table 17. The three most common reasons for the students’ estimation of the 
difficulty level of their English courses. 
Too easy (n=30) 1. English class offers nothing new, the 
knowledge is acquired elsewhere (16) 
 
2. It is possible to get good grades 
without doing anything (5) 
 
3. The student has attended English-
speaking basic education (5)  
Adequate (n=15923) 1. English is challenging enough but not 
too difficult (68) 
 
2. New knowledge builds on existing 
knowledge (35) 
 
3. Course grades are good (7) 
Too difficult (n=34) 1. There is too much vocabulary to 
learn, and/or it is too complicated (20) 
 
2. The learning pace is too fast (9) 
 
3. Listening comprehension is difficult 
(5) 
In Table 17, the three most common answers to the question why the students find the 
level of their English courses too easy, adequate, or difficult can be seen. In brackets, 
it is mentioned how many times this answer occurred in the students’ responses. 
Based on these answers, the majority of students who find English too easy say that 
this happens because they have acquired English skills elsewhere. Thus, there is a 
strong indication here for informal learning which actually is directly referred to in 
some of the students’ answers. In addition, the second-most common answer that it is 
possible to achieve good grades without doing anything hints at informal learning as 
well, since informal learning is the only plausible explanation to how this is possible. 
The mother tongue of these students is Finnish, and they did not report of having 
attended more English courses than their peers. A number of students have attended 
English-speaking school, which is why English courses feel easy for them. 
                                                 
23 11 students who found English courses to be adequate did not elaborate on why this is so. 
43 
 
 
The majority of the students who found English courses to be of adequate level think 
that the courses are challenging, but not too difficult. It is important as well that the 
new knowledge acquired in the courses is based on existing knowledge. A number of 
students deducted that their English courses have an acceptable difficulty level as their 
course grades are good. 
The students who found English too difficult think that this is due to excessive 
vocabulary that has to be learned in every course which is often also too complicated. 
A number of students also encounter problems with the learning pace in the courses as 
they think it is too fast for them. Five students also mentioned listening comprehension 
to be especially difficult for them. 
Based on these results, one might assume to find a correlation between informal 
learning of English and the difficulty level of English. In order to further examine 
whether this correlation indeed exists, or if any other correlations are found, 
correlations between informal learning of English and the level of English, and several 
other factors and the level of English were calculated. 
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A further statistically significant negative correlation is between playing computer 
games and the perceived level of English courses. The students who report to have 
learned English from computer games also report to find English courses easier than 
the students who do not play computer games. 
Another statistically significant correlation was found between the time spent learning 
English the traditional way and the perceived difficulty level. In other words, the 
students who reported to spend little or no time to study English, found the English 
course level easier than the ones who spend more time to study English, who found 
the English course level more difficult. This may again be suggested to have a 
connection with informal learning and gender, as there were also statistically 
significant correlations between informal learning and time spent on learning English 
the traditional way as well as gender and time spent on learning English the traditional 
way. 
Finally, there was also a statistically significant negative correlation between English 
grade, as well as GPA, and Finnish grade (although this correlation was not as strong 
as the others) and the perceived level of English courses. The students who perform 
better in these subjects tend to perceive their English courses as easier than the students 
who perform weaker. Interestingly, no correlation between Swedish grades and the 
perceived level of English courses were found. This is an indication that the learning 
of these two languages seem to differ to a great extent according to the students. 
4.3 Students’ comments on English learning 
A solely quantitative approach was initially aimed at in the study. However, students 
were relatively active in expressing their thoughts on English learning in the space 
provided at the end of the questionnaire (see Appendix 1). After examining the 
students’ comments, the researcher came to the conclusion that the comments 
complement the quantitative results and offer a deeper insight into the topic of the 
study, as well as enlightening examples on informal learning. Thus, the students’ 
comments were decided to be incorporated into the results. 
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Altogether, 109 students left a comment25, that is, 44.7% of the respondents. The 
length of the comments varied between a few words and five sentences, and a typical 
length of a comment was one or two sentences. In order to analyse the comments, they 
were typed into Excel, and then grouped under different thematic categories. The 
thematic categories found in the material can be seen in Figure 4. 
 
Figure 4. Thematic categories discussed in the students’ comments. 
The comments addressed several different topics, and it was common that a single 
comment addressed more than one topic. When this occurred, the researcher grouped 
this comment under all topics which were addressed in this comment. Hence, the 
number of the comments when grouped under the categories exceeds the total number 
of the comments. 
As can be seen in Figure 4, in nearly a half of the comments students gave feedback 
on their current English teaching and gave suggestions for English teaching as to how 
they wished it to be improved. One third of the comments addressed the students’ 
language skills in English. Around one quarter of the comments dealt with the informal 
learning of English and feedback on the questionnaire. Less than a tenth of the 
comments concerned the students’ attitudes and motivation towards learning English, 
and a small number concerned other issues. 
                                                 
25 Comments such as “no comments” were not regarded as comments. 
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As the division of the sample group into institutional learners, universal learners and 
informal learners turned out to be plausible, and statistically significant differences 
were found between the groups, the different thematic categories of the students’ 
comments will also be examined from the viewpoint of these learner groups, in order 
to see whether differences are present in the qualitative data as well. The comments 
regarding feedback on the questionnaire, as well as the comments labelled as “Other”, 
will be left out of the discussion here, as they carry little relevance to the topic of the 
study at hand. 
4.3.1 Feedback on and suggestions for English teaching 
In nearly half of the comments students gave feedback on their English teaching and 
suggestions on how in their opinion English teaching could be improved. 
Regarding which areas of English should be taught and learned, no major differences 
between the learner groups were found. Throughout the learner groups, students 
wished they would learn English for more practical purposes, above all, in order to be 
able to communicate in English: 
(1) We should have more oral exercises so that one wouldn’t be afraid to talk in real 
situations. It would be good to do oral exercises also with others than one’s own friend. 
IIIB187, female, institutional learner26 
(2) When studying English we concentrate too much on things which are not useful in 
practice. During the whole study time we have used less than 5% of our time to speak 
English which in my opinion is the most important area. IIE134, male, informal 
learner 
(3) It would be nice if we concentrated more on English speaking in the lessons. IIB69, 
female, institutional learner 
(4) Nowadays grammar is perhaps too much emphasised and practical spoken language 
is not practised which is needed in everyday life. IID107, female, universal learner 
(5) In the class / at English lessons we should communicate more in English among the 
entire class. It would be good, for instance, if we were allowed to use Finnish only in 
the situation if we wouldn’t know how to say it in English. IIE140, female, universal 
learner 
                                                 
26 As the questionnaire was filled in in the mother tongue of the students, that is, Finnish, the students’ 
comments were written in Finnish as well. Due to space limitations, only the English translations of the 
comments are given here, followed by the students’ identification code, gender, and the learner group 
to which they belong. In addition, the quotes are consecutively numbered. The comments in the original 
language, Finnish, can be found with corresponding numbering in Appendix 2. 
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Differences between the groups were, however, found concerning how the students 
perceive their teaching and learning English. In the groups of institutional and 
universal learners, a number of students expressed their difficulties in learning English: 
(6) English learning at upper secondary school is difficult and I feel that I simply can’t 
learn English based on the topics in the class. The book we use is pretty bad as well. 
IIA33, female, institutional learner 
(7) We go through the chapters too quickly. IA16, female, universal learner 
(8) At upper secondary school, grammar is very difficult and areas to study for vocabulary 
tests are way too long. IA8, female, universal learner 
In addition, in the groups of institutional and universal learners two students suggested 
that more individualised teaching should be provided: 
(9) More revision and support courses could be offered for those for who English is 
difficult for real and who need more time to learn. IIID228, female, universal learner 
(10) At upper secondary school the groups should be divided based on the students’ 
level. IIA50, female, institutional learner 
The student in comment (9) clearly explains that more courses should be provided to 
students who find learning English difficult. Student who wrote the comment (10) does 
not specify whether she would prefer level-based teaching because she excels in 
English or because she has difficulties in English, but the data from her questionnaire 
reveals that she finds English difficult and her English grade is very low. Therefore, it 
can be assumed that with this comment she would wish for more personalised teaching 
which would take into account her English level, thus making her English learning 
more meaningful. 
Quite on the contrary, one student in the group of informal learners suggests that the 
level of English courses should be raised: 
(11) I guess English courses should be made more difficult as youth are all the time 
better and better at English. IIC93, male, informal learner 
This student does not specify the reason why youth in his opinion are better at English, 
but when considering the fact that he himself finds the level of English courses too 
easy based on his questionnaire answers, it could be assumed that he might generalise 
his own feeling and opinion about the level of English courses, and think that the 
majority of the students share his opinion. This was, however, not the case in the 
sample in this study (see Section 4.2.3). 
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A further difference between the groups is how the informal learning of English is 
reflected in the students’ comments concerning suggestions for English teaching: The 
institutional learners did not address this topic at all, but a number of students from the 
group of universal, as well as informal learners dealt with this issue: 
(12) There should be more emphasis on grammar at schools because vocabulary can 
be easily learned from the TV, internet and games. IIIC215, male, informal learner 
(13) Pupils should be encouraged to find friends from different countries on the 
internet, because that’s at least how I have learned a lot of English and vocabulary that 
hasn’t been taught at school. IIIA160, female, universal learner 
(14) Computer games and films are underestimated as teaching methods (They 
cannot be used at school, however). IID101, male, informal learner 
The student who provided the comment (12), is the opinion that the teaching in class 
should stronger focus on grammar, as vocabulary can be picked up from informal 
learning situations. Student behind the comment (13) suggests teachers to encourage 
their students to find foreign friends online in order to facilitate their learning of 
English. The last comment (14) is somewhat ambiguous, as the student speaks about 
computer games and films as teaching methods, and yet continues that they cannot be 
used at school. Perhaps this student intended to write that computer games and films 
have been underestimated as learning methods. 
4.3.2 Students’ comments on their language skills 
Differences between learner groups can be seen in students’ comments on the level of 
their language skills. In the group of institutional learners, a number of students 
mention areas of English that are difficult for them, most commonly listening 
comprehension and grammar: 
(15)  Listening exercises are difficult because I can’t make out the words and I don’t 
understand all the words. IIIB186, female, institutional learner 
(16) Perhaps the most difficult part of English is listening comprehension. IIIB194, 
female, institutional learner 
(17) English grammar is more difficult than Swedish grammar, so I am better at 
Swedish grammar. I have a bigger vocabulary in English than in Swedish though. 
IIB63, female, institutional learner 
(18) It varies how difficult it is to learn English. Forming sentences, for instance, is 
often difficult, because a lot of words are unknown to me. IIB57, female, institutional 
learner 
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Students in the universal learners’ group mention areas of English that are difficult to 
them, but opposed to the group of institutional learners, the informal learning of 
English is mentioned as a facilitative factor in a number of comments as well: 
(19) In upper secondary school English grammar is very challenging and the areas 
to study for the vocabulary test are way too long. IA8, female, universal learner  
(20) It is difficult to make out English language news whereas the chapters in the 
book are easy to understand. The voice of BBC commentator, for instance, sounds 
very unclear compared with the speaker in the chapters. IIB62, male, universal learner 
(21) One can learn a lot of English well since it is everywhere at hand. IIB74, male, 
universal 
(22) Watching TV-programs without subtitles has notably affected my English 
skills; I find that my language knowledge has notably improved because of this. 
IIID239, female, universal learner 
In the group of informal learners, none of the comments concerning English skills 
address difficulties, or difficult areas of English. Instead, the comments describe these 
students’ English skills, and in all comments but one the informal learning of English 
is mentioned as a facilitative factor: 
(23) Presumably watching Cartoon Network without subtitles as a child has 
prominently facilitated my studying (3–6 yrs). IIIC214, male, informal 
(24) One can hear/see English everywhere which is why it is easy to learn it. 
IIID238, male, informal 
(25) Since the very beginning I haven’t learned much at school, except for words. 
Using and comprehending the language has come in my free time. IIA44, male, 
informal 
As can be seen above, there are great differences in how the students themselves 
describe and present their English skills. Institutional learners concentrate more on the 
difficulties they encounter, informal learners describe their informal learning as a 
facilitating factor in their learning, and in the comments of universal learners both 
difficulties and facilitative effects of informal learning are discussed27. If these results 
reflect the reality, that is, that this type of variation exists within a single English class, 
this undoubtedly poses a great challenge for the teachers. Indeed, one student 
comments on this topic: 
                                                 
27 One must remember, however, that the learner grouping is too general in order to comprehensively 
reproduce the variation and the individual differences between students. Hence, these results should 
rather be considered as tendencies in the sample. 
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(26) The difference between the level of the students is really big. Some fluently 
speak and write, and others can’t even handle such things as pronunciation. For me 
learning English is quite nice, because I don’t really need to work hard in order to 
learn. I still find English teaching at upper secondary school useful however. IIIB193, 
female, universal learner 
Student IIIB193 has noticed the heterogeneous nature of English classes, and 
implicitly suggests that this may be difficult for the weaker students: For me, learning 
English is quite nice, because I don’t really need to work hard in order to learn seems 
to imply the counterpart but for the others who have to work hard it may not be that 
nice. 
4.3.3 Students’ comments on the informal learning of English 
In the group of institutional learners, only two students commented that they have 
learned English informally, and one student aimed to improve her language skills in 
the future by staying abroad for a period of time: 
(27) English is easy to learn because it is used in the media. IIE121, male, 
institutional learner 
(28) If you search information on some less known topic, it often is found in English. 
I understand it well and some of the special vocabulary I clarify with the help of a 
translator. IIIC216, male, institutional learner 
(29) I’ve nothing else to say but that I will have a gap year abroad after upper 
secondary school in order to develop my English skills. IIIA157, female, institutional 
learner 
Both in the group of universal learners, and informal learners, several students wished 
to elaborate on their informal learning of English and how this has facilitated their 
English learning. A number of students commented how their informal learning has 
generally improved their English proficiency: 
(30)  Reading books, listening to music and watching films benefit me more than 
the current learning methods used in the school courses. Internet as well, but then 
again, it is obvious. IID105, male, universal learner 
(31) Watching TV-programs without subtitles has notably affected my English 
skills; I find that my language knowledge has notably improved because of this. 
IIID239, female, universal learner  
(32) English can be learned the best way by speaking it. Even a short stay abroad 
while using English will develop one’s language skills to a great extent! (5 months in 
Dubai) IIIA154, female, universal learner 
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These students consider informal learning of English to have a very important role in 
their English learning. The student who provided the comment (30) is in fact the 
opinion that informal learning has a greater effect on his language learning than the 
English courses at school. 
In addition, some students were more specific in which parts of their language skills 
have improved by their informal learning: 
(33) I have learned English the most by watching English language cartoons at a 
very early phase and my language skills have improved by playing video games on a 
nearly daily basis. My vocabulary has extended due to this and at the same time I have 
acquired a part of my grammar due to this. School functions as a sole “preparer” 
regarding knowledge, for me at least. Thanks for the questionnaire :) IA21, male, 
informal learner 
(34) From games I have learned basic skills of English, with the help of which I was 
able to communicate with others in English, from the games you get foreign friends 
and later writing has changed into skyping (talking), which is how my oral skills have 
also developed. IIID225, male, informal learner 
(35) I have learned listening comprehension especially by watching TV-series and 
films that have not even come to Finland, on the internet. E.g. Doctor Who and several 
not-that-well-known films. IIIA158, female, universal learner 
A variety of language skills are mentioned in these comments (vocabulary, grammar, 
oral skills, listening comprehension), which reflects the extent to which informal 
learning can contribute to the English skills according to the students.  
4.3.4 Students’ comments on their motivation and attitudes towards learning 
English 
Comments that concerned students’ motivation on and attitudes towards learning 
English were few in number, which is why the tendencies presented in the following 
must be read keeping this in mind. 
Two out of three comments on motivation and attitudes were negative in the 
institutional learners’ group: 
(36) My attitude towards English has become that kind that I don’t know anything 
even if I knew and motivation is lost as the others seem to know everything in the 
class. IIIC220, female, institutional learner 
(37) The motivation to learn English is gone. I’m not interested in the topics in the 
book. IIA40, female, institutional learner 
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(38) The questionnaire was good. English is an important language in my opinion 
and everyone should be able to fluently use it. IIA56, female, institutional 
In the first comment, the student is frustrated by the high English level of her peers in 
the class, which has led to her loss of motivation. In the second comment, the student 
states that she has lost her motivation to learn English and that she is not interested in 
the topics in the book. This could be read as an effect (losing motivation) and cause 
(not interested in the topics), however, there could also be another reason for her to 
lose her motivation, and this would cause her not being interested in the topic in the 
book. The last comment, comment (38), the student does not describe her own 
proficiency level, but states that English skills are generally important in her opinion.  
In the groups of universal and informal learners, all the comments concerning attitudes 
and motivation to learn English are positive. A few examples can be found below: 
(39) Studying English feels meaningful and natural; one knows that it will be useful 
in everyday life as well. IIA43, female, universal 
(40) A great questionnaire! Learning English has always been meaningful, and 
because it is useful, one should study it with attitude. IIE135, female, universal 
(41) Learning English is fun! IIIC204, female, informal 
In conclusion, English skills are considered as a very useful resource among most of 
the students which is why English learning is perceived to be meaningful. In a few 
cases, students report having lost their motivation, but in one case, this is explained by 
the frustration caused by the peer students being so good at English. 
Interestingly, all the comments concerning motivation and attitudes are written by 
female students. 
4.4 Limitations of the study 
Although methodological rigour was striven for when the study presented in this thesis 
was designed, carried out and analysed, a few remarks concerning the limitations of 
this study must be made. 
Always when quantitative methods are used one must bear in mind that while being 
able to achieve generalizable results, the researcher compromises taking into account 
the individual differences of the respondents. Especially when examining language 
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learning, it is a great shortcoming of a study if the individual differences of learners 
are completely ignored. In the study presented in this thesis, the individual voices of 
the students were heard in the open-ended Question 20 where students were able to 
give feedback or comment on their English learning or the questionnaire. In these 
comments, a multitude of factors that affect the students’ English learning was 
discussed. Many of these factors had not been addressed in the items of the 
questionnaire, and yet they seemed very relevant to the students’ learning processes. 
One instance of a factor affecting a student’s English learning is dyslexia:  
(42) It is more difficult to learn English if you have dyslexia. IIID242, female, 
universal learner 
This factor, as well as a great number of other factors, such as motivation, anxiety, the 
teacher and the dynamics in the learning group, can have a great influence on the 
learning process as well as the learning outcome, which is why it would be imperative 
to examine the individual differences in connection to language learning. As the aim 
of this study, however, was to investigate correlations between informal learning of 
English and English as a foreign language at school, the individual differences of the 
students in their full complexity had to be left out of this study. In other words, the 
scope of this study is too narrow in order to incorporate this aspect to the thesis. As 
examining individual differences is of utmost importance, qualitative studies 
investigating this topic are called for. 
Secondly, a factor that may affect the results in this study is that the data is solely based 
on self-reports, and is therefore susceptible to errors. Nevertheless, as one of the aims 
of the questionnaire was to find out students’ opinions on how much they estimate to 
learn English outside school and in which situations, self-reports are the only way to 
investigate this topic. As to the course grades and other factual information, as already 
mentioned in Section 4.2.2, there was no reason to doubt the accuracy of these data 
based on the results. The results were coherent and no suspicious data were found. In 
addition, the questionnaire was filled in anonymously, and sensitive data, such as 
course grades, were asked on the last page of the questionnaire, so that when returning 
the questionnaire to the researcher in the class, these data would not be visible to other 
students. Nevertheless, slight misestimations or inaccuracies will not have a great 
effect on the main findings in this study. 
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In addition, as already mentioned in Section 4.1.2, the activities and situations where 
students may learn English were relatively loosely defined in the questionnaire and 
could include a great number of different activities. Some students commented that the 
activity “browsing the internet” was too general, and that as it is possible nowadays 
with the help of ICT to listen to music, watch TV and films and read books online, 
they had problems deciding which box to tick in these cases. As discussed in Section 
4.1.1 and 4.1.2, due to space limitations and attempts to keep the questionnaire as 
straightforward as possible, students were not asked to specify which activities took 
place with the help of ICT and new media. Similarly, students were not asked to 
elaborate on, for instance, what exactly is included in their browsing the internet, and 
how much of the browsing takes place in English, and concerning watching the TV 
and films, whether the students use Finnish subtitles or watch something with English 
subtitles or without any subtitles. As watching the TV and films and browsing the 
internet are very common activities of the youth, more specific definitions concerning 
the role of the English language within these activities would have been needed in 
order to tease apart different learning situations and their connection to English 
learning and English grades (cf. Sundqvist 2009 and Uuskoski 2011). This is a factor 
that future studies examining this topic should attempt to take into account, especially 
if the focus of the study is solely on different types of informal learning activities (the 
focus in the study presented in this thesis was twofold, firstly on the amount and types 
of informal learning, and secondly on the connection between informal learning and 
traditional learning at school). Due to these reasons, as already mentioned, the results 
concerning different activities where informal learning takes place should rather be 
considered indicatory and an impetus to further investigation. 
Lastly, although not exactly a shortcoming of the study, it is important once more to 
bear in mind that concerning the findings in this study, correlations cannot reveal 
anything about cause and effect between factors. In the qualitative part of this study, 
however, certain cause-effect-relationships were discussed by the students, which is 
valuable information concerning the main findings. As the number of comments in 
each learner group in the thematic categories is relatively low, however, the results 
from the qualitative analysis cannot be considered as representative, but should rather 
be taken as indicatory results, showing tendencies that supplement and support the 
quantitative study, which they, to a great extent, do. 
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4.5 Summary of the results 
4.5.1 Informal learning of English 
Nearly half of the respondents (49.6%) report to learn English as much outside school 
as at school. Slightly over one quarter of the students (25.7%) learn mainly or only at 
school. The remaining students, over one fifth (22.9%) learn mainly outside school or 
only outside school. When the gender distribution of these groups was examined, it 
was found out that girls form a majority in the first and second group, whereas boys 
form a clear majority in the third group: Nearly 80 per cent of the students who learn 
mainly or only outside school were boys. 
The most important situations and activities where the respondents learn English 
outside school were watching TV and films (95.8% of the students), browsing the 
internet (94.9% of the students) and listening to music (89% of the students). When 
the students’ answers were examined in the learner groups, the institutional learners’ 
and universal learners’ answers correspond to the answers from the entire sample, 
whereas in the informal learners’ group playing computer games was an activity that 
was clearly emphasized, corroborating the results from Uuskoski (2011) and Salmela 
(2012), especially when considering that this group mainly consists of boys. 
The areas of English learning (vocabulary, grammar etc.) on which the informal 
situations of learning English have had an effect varied depending on the activity. The 
most commonly reported area of English that had improved across activities was the 
vocabulary skills, followed by receptive skills of listening and reading, depending on 
whether the activity was in aural or written form. 
4.5.2 The connection between informal learning of English and learning 
English at school 
A statistically significant negative correlation was found between the informal 
learning of English and the time and effort spent in learning English the traditional 
way (doing homework, studying for tests). Students who learned English informally 
tended to spend less time in learning English by doing homework or studying for tests.  
A statistically significant correlation was found between the informal learning of 
English and English grades. Students who learned English informally tended to 
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achieve higher grades in English than students who did not learn English informally. 
However, the informal learning is not the only factor connected to higher grades as 
general academic success was also found to be connected to English grades. 
A statistically significant correlation was found between the informal learning of 
English and the perceived difficulty level of English courses. Students who learned 
English informally tended to perceive English courses as easier than students who did 
not learn English informally. 
It was plausible to divide the sample group into institutional learners, universal 
learners and informal learners, as statistically significant differences were found 
between the groups. As discussed above, gender differences play a major role in 
determining differences between the groups in habits and ways of learning English. 
However, gender was not the sole determining factor of all the group differences in 
the sample, as there were no statistically significant correlations between gender and 
English grades, for instance, but there was a statistically significant correlation 
between informal learning and English grades. 
4.5.3 Students’ comments on English learning 
All in all, the comments that a great number of students provided corroborate the 
results found in the quantitative study. The students in the group of institutional 
learners reported the most difficulties in learning English, whereas the informal 
learners discussed their English learning in the light of it being easy for them. Students 
in the group of informal learners underline the importance informal learning has had 
in facilitating their English learning at school. 
The fact that nearly a half of the respondents took their time to express their opinion 
on English learning shows the interest in English the students in the sample have28. In 
numerous comments English was described as interesting, and learning it meaningful, 
important and useful. The students also showed great interest in developing and 
contributing to the teaching of English, which would indicate that they are highly 
motivated to learn English.  
                                                 
28 Similar results were found out in Sundqvist (2009) where the eager participation of the students 
together with low number of drop-outs during the study pointed towards students’ interest in this topic 
(Sundqvist 2009: 206). 
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5 Conclusions 
In this thesis, Finnish upper secondary school students’ informal learning of English 
was examined from the viewpoint of what kind of connection the informal learning 
has with learning English at school. 
Based on the analysis presented above, two conclusions can be made. Firstly, English 
is an important, practical and useful language to a majority of students. On one hand, 
this is reflected in the various activities and situations where students learn English 
outside school, and the students’ wishes to improve their practical communicative 
skills in English. On the other hand, the time and effort that students who do not 
acquire English skills outside school seem to give in order to try to keep up with the 
informal learners despite achieving lower grades clearly manifests this as well.  
Secondly, and as already implied above, it can be strongly suggested that students who 
learn English outside school seem indeed to have an advantage in EFL classrooms. 
They seem to make less effort in doing English homework and studying for English 
tests, (some even claim not needing to do anything) and yet achieve higher grades.  
These findings necessarily evoke the following questions: Is doing one’s homework 
and making efforts in learning English anyhow relevant to English grading or is it only 
the proficiency that matters? Should informal learning be addressed in EFL classrooms 
(if it is not yet addressed) since it seems to bring so extensive benefits to students who 
learn English outside school? 
As to the first question, further research would be needed in order to examine teachers’ 
views and practices on this topic. As to the second question, teachers are highly 
recommended to address informal learning in classrooms, by discussing with their 
students the different activities where students tend to learn English outside classroom. 
Firstly, this might motivate students in their English learning, as their English learning 
outside school is acknowledged, and secondly, this might help students to find new 
ways to learn English and encourage students who perhaps have not learned English 
outside school to do so. 
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Appendix 1 
Please note that the format of the original questionnaire differed somewhat from the 
one represented here. The margins in the original document were narrower than in the 
one at hand, and the entire questionnaire consisted of two double-sided papers, where 
for the sake of clarity no questions were split between pages. 
 
 Kyselytutkimus englannin kielen oppimisesta 
Tämä kyselytutkimus käsittelee lukiolaisten englannin kielen oppimista oppitunneilla sekä 
oppituntien ulkopuolella. Tutkimukseen vastataan nimettömänä ja tutkimusaineistoa 
käsitellään ehdottoman luottamuksellisesti. Aineistoa käsittelee ainoastaan tutkija. Jos sinulla 
on tutkimuksesta tai kyselylomakkeesta jotain kysyttävää, ota tutkijaan yhteyttä sähköpostilla.  
Noora Vidgren, Helsingin yliopisto 
noora.vidgren@helsinki.fi 
 
1. Taustatietoja 
Sukupuoli: □ mies      □ nainen 
Ikä: ________________________________ 
Äidinkieli: ___________________________ 
 
2. Millä luokalla olet aloittanut englannin opiskelun? _______________________________ 
 
3. Montako lukion kurssia olet tähän mennessä opiskellut englantia (laske mukaan myös 
tämänhetkinen kurssi)? _______ 
 
4. Oletko oleskellut englanninkielisessä maassa? 
□ En ole oleskellut. (siirry kohtaan 6) 
□ Olen oleskellut, missä: ___________________________ 
 
 
5. Kuinka kauan olet yhteensä oleskellut englanninkielisissä maissa? 
□ Alle kuukauden. 
□ 1-3 kuukautta. 
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□ 3-6 kuukautta. 
□ Yli 6 kuukautta. 
 
6. Mikä seuraavista väittämistä pitää kohdallasi paikkansa? 
□ Olen mielestäni oppinut englantia vain koulussa. (siirry kohtaan 9) 
□ Olen mielestäni oppinut englantia enimmäkseen koulussa. 
□ Olen mielestäni oppinut englantia yhtä paljon koulussa kuin koulun ulkopuolella (esim. 
internetissä, ulkomaanmatkoilla). 
□ Olen mielestäni oppinut englantia enimmäkseen koulun ulkopuolella. 
□ Olen mielestäni oppinut englantia vain koulun ulkopuolella.  
 
7. Alla olevassa taulukossa on listattu arkipäivän tilanteita, joissa voi joutua tai päästä 
käyttämään englantia. Rastita, missä alla olevista tilanteissa sinä olet kokenut oppineesi 
englantia. Voit rastittaa useita vaihtoehtoja. Rastita lisäksi, minkä englannin osa-alueen 
oppimiseen olet kokenut englannin käytöllä näissä tilanteissa olleen vaikutusta. Voit 
rastittaa useita vaihtoehtoja. 
Missä alla olevista 
tilanteissa olet kokenut 
oppineesi englantia? 
Rastita. 
 Minkä englannin osa-alueen oppimiseen olet kokenut rastittamillasi kielenkäyttötilanteilla olleen 
vaikutusta? Rastita. 
Sanasto Kielioppi Kuullun- 
ymmär-
täminen 
Luetun-
ymmär-
täminen 
Puhuminen Kirjoitta-
minen 
Kulttuurin-
tuntemus 
Internetin selailu
  □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Kavereiden 
kanssa 
kommunikointi 
□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Kirjojen ja 
sarjakuvien 
lukeminen  
□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Musiikin 
kuuntelu  □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Sukulaisten 
kanssa 
kommunikointi  
□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Tietokonepelien 
pelaaminen □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Tv:n ja elokuvien 
katselu □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Ulkomaanmatkat
  □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
Muulla tavalla, 
miten? 
 _____________ 
  
□ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ 
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8. Valitse rastittamistasi tilanteista kolme tärkeintä tilannetta, joissa olet mielestäsi 
oppinut eniten englantia, ja kirjoita ne viivoille. (1=tilanne, jossa oppinut eniten englantia, 
2=tilanne, jossa oppinut toiseksi eniten englantia jne.)  
(Jos rastitit kolme tai vähemmän kuin kolme tilannetta, laita nämä tilanteet 
tärkeysjärjestykseen, ja kirjoita viivoille.) 
 
1.____________________________________________ 
2.____________________________________________ 
3.____________________________________________ 
 
 
9. Arvioi, kuinka paljon aikaa käytät keskimäärin englannin läksyjen tekemiseen viikoittain. 
□ En yhtään. 
□ 0-1 tuntia. 
□ 2 tuntia. 
□ 3 tuntia tai yli. 
 
10. Arvioi, kuinka paljon aikaa käytät keskimäärin englannin sanakokeeseen harjoitteluun. 
□ En yhtään. 
□ 0-1 tuntia. 
□ 2 tuntia. 
□ 3 tuntia tai yli. 
□ Sanakokeita ei järjestetä. 
 
11. Arvioi, kuinka paljon aikaa käytät keskimäärin englannin kurssikokeeseen harjoitteluun. 
□ En yhtään. 
□ 0-1 tuntia. 
□ 2-3 tuntia. 
□ 4 tuntia tai yli. 
 
12. Millä luokalla olet aloittanut ruotsin opiskelun? _________________________________ 
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13. Oletko opiskellut muita kieliä englannin ja ruotsin lisäksi? Jos olet, nimeä kieli/kielet 
viivoille, ja kerro myös, millä luokalla olet aloittanut kielen/kielten opiskelun. Rastita, jos 
olet jo lopettanut kyseisen kielen/kyseisten kielten opiskelun, ja kerro myös, millä luokalla 
olet lopettanut kielen/kielten opiskelun. 
□ En ole opiskellut. 
□ Olen opiskellut, mitä: 
 
_____________________, aloittanut _______ luokalla       
□ lopettanut kielen opiskelun _______ luokalla     
 
_____________________, aloittanut _______ luokalla       
□ lopettanut kielen opiskelun _______ luokalla     
 
  
14. Numeroi viivoille osaamasi vieraat kielet siinä järjestyksessä, mitä kielistä osaat 
mielestäsi parhaiten (1= vahvin kieli,  2= toiseksi vahvin kieli, jne.).  
 
englanti     ___ 
ruotsi     ___ 
jokin muu vieras kieli, mikä? ________________  ___ 
jokin muu vieras kieli, mikä? ________________  ___ 
 
15. Mikä seuraavista väittämistä pitää kohdallasi paikkansa? 
□ Englannin ja ruotsin opiskelu on yhtä helppoa. 
□ Englannin opiskelu on helpompaa kuin ruotsin opiskelu. 
□ Ruotsin opiskelu on helpompaa kuin englannin opiskelu. 
 
 
16. Mikä seuraavista väittämistä pitää kohdallasi paikkansa? 
□ Käytän englannin ja ruotsin opiskeluun yhtä paljon aikaa. 
□ Käytän englannin opiskeluun enemmän aikaa kuin ruotsin opiskeluun. 
□ Käytän ruotsin opiskeluun enemmän aikaa kuin englannin opiskeluun. 
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17. Arvioi, mikä on tyypillinen kurssiarvosanasi seuraavissa aineissa. Ympyröi sopivin 
vaihtoehto. 
 
äidinkieli  4    5    6    7    8    9    10 
englanti  4    5    6    7    8    9    10 
ruotsi  4    5    6    7    8    9    10 
 
18. Arvioi, mikä on todistuksesi lukuaineiden keskiarvo. Lukuaineita ovat äidinkieli, toinen 
kotimainen kieli, vieraat kielet, reaaliaineet ja matematiikka. 
  
Lukuaineiden keskiarvo: __________________ 
 
19. Mikä seuraavista väittämistä pitää kohdallasi paikkansa? 
□ Lukion englannin kurssien taso tuntuu sopivalta.  
□ Lukion englannin kurssien taso tuntuu liian helpolta.  
□ Lukion englannin kurssien taso tuntuu liian vaikealta. 
 
 
Perustele, miksi koet englannin kurssien tason sopivaksi/liian helpoksi/liian vaikeaksi. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
20. Lopuksi sana on vapaa. Tuliko sinulle englannin oppimisesta jotakin muuta mieleen, 
josta haluaisit kertoa? Voit halutessasi antaa myös kyselylomakkeesta palautetta. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 
Kiitos vastauksistasi ja hyvää kevättä!   
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Appendix 2 
Students’ comments in the original language Finnish. The numbering in this 
appendix corresponds to the numbering in the running text. 
(1) Pitäisi olla enemmän puhe harjoituksia, jotta puhumista ei pelkäisi tositilanteessa. 
Puheharjoituksia olisi hyvä tehdä muunkin kuin oman kaverin kanssa. 
(2) englannin kielen opiskelussa keskitytään liika asioihin, joista ei ole käytännön hyötyä. 
Emme ole koko opiskelu aikana käyttänyt edes 5 % ajasta englannin puhumiseen, 
mikä on mielestäni tärkein osa-alue. 
(3) Tunneilla voisi keskittyä enemmän englannin puhumiseen. 
(4) Nykyään painotetaan ehkä hieman liian paljon kielioppiin eikä itse käytännönläheistä 
puhekieltä harjoiteta, jota tarvitsee arkielämässä. 
(5) Luokassa / englannin tunneilla tulisi olla enemmän kommunikointia englanniksi koko 
luokan kesken. Esim. olisi hyvä jos suomen kieltä saisi käyttää vain siinä tilanteessa, 
jos ei osaa sanoa asiaa englanniksi. 
(6) Englannin opiskelu lukiossa on vaikeeta ja tuntuu, että englantia ei voi vaan oppia 
tuntien aiheiden perusteella. Kirja mitä käytämme on myös melko huono. 
(7) Kappaleita käydään liian nopeasti läpi. 
(8) Lukiossa englannin kielioppi asiat ovat erittäin haastavia ja sanakokeiden alueet ovat 
aivan liian pitkiä 
(9) Voisi olla tarjolla enemmän kertaus- ja apukursseja sellaisille joille englanti on 
oikeasti vaikeaa ja oppiminen vie aikaa. 
(10) Lukiossa ryhmät pitäisi jakaa tason mukaan  
(11) Varmaankin Englannin kursseja tulisi vaikeuttaa jotenkin, sillä nuoret osaavat 
aina paremmin ja paremmin englantia.  
(12) kielioppiin pitäisi painottaa kouluissa koska sanastoa oppii helposti tv:stä, 
internetistä ja peleistä.  
(13) Oppilaita kannattaisi kannustaa internetistä erimaalaisten ystävien löytämiseen, 
koska niin ainakin minä olen oppinut paljon englantia ja sanastoa, jota ei koulussa ole 
opetettu.  
(14) Tietokonepelit ja elokuvat ovat aliarvostettuja opetuskeinoja. (Niitä ei voi 
kuitenkaan käyttää koulussa)  
(15) Kuuntelut ovat vaikeita, kun en saa sanoista selvää ja en ymmärrä kaikkia 
sanoja.  
(16) Englannissa ehkä vaikein osuus on kuullun ymmärtäminen.  
(17) Englannin kielioppi on vaikeampaa kuin ruotsin, joten ruotsin kielioppia osaan 
paremmin. Minulla on kuitenkin suurempi sanavarasto englanninkielessä kuin 
ruotsinkielessä.  
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(18) Englannin opiskelun haastavuus lukiossa on vaihtelevaa. Esimerkiksi lauseiden 
muodostaminen on usein vaikeaa, koska monet sanat ovat itselle vieraita.  
(19) Lukiossa englannin kielioppi asiat ovat erittäin haastavia ja sanakokeiden 
alueet ovat aivan liian pitkiä  
(20) Englanninkielisistä uutisista on hankala saada selvää kun taas kirjan kappaleet 
on helppo ymmärtää. Esim. BBC:n selostajan ääni kuulostaa tosi epäselvältä 
verrattuna kappaleitten puhujaan.  
(21) Englantia oppii paljon ja hyvin, sillä sitä on tarjolla kaikkialla.  
(22) Omaan englannin kielen taitooni on vaikuttanut huomattavasti tv-ohjelmien 
katselu englanniksi ilman tekstityksiä; koen, että kielitaitoni on parantunut 
merkittävästi tämän takia.  
(23) Oletettavasti lapsena töllöttämäni Cartoon Network ilman tekstityksiä on 
auttanut huomattavasti opiskelussa (3–6 v.)  
(24) Englantia kuulee/näkee kaikkialla niin sitä on helppo oppia.  
(25) Ihan alun jälkeen en ole oppinut koulussa kovinkaan paljoa, sanoja lukuun 
ottamatta. Kielen käyttö ja ymmärtäminen tullut vapaa-aikana  
(26) Oppilaiden tasoerot ovat todella suuria. Osa puhuu ja kirjoittaa sujuvasti ja 
osalla helpotkin asiat ääntämisestä lähtien tökkivät. Englannin opiskelu on itselle 
melko mukavaa, koska töitä oppiakseen ei tarvitse juuri tehdä. Silti lukion 
englanninopetus on mielestäni hyödyllistä.  
(27) Englantia on helppo oppia, koska sitä käytetään mediassa  
(28) Jos jostain vähemmän tunnetusta aineesta etsii tietoa, menee usein englannin 
kieleksi. Ymmärrän hyvin ja jotkut erikoissanat selvennän kääntäjällä.  
(29) Ei muuta kuin että lukion jälkeen pidän välivuoden ulkomailla kehittääkseni 
englanninkielen osaamista.  
(30) Kirjojen lukeminen, musiikin kuuntelu ja elokuvien katselu hyödyttää 
mielestäni enemmän, kuin nykyiset oppimismenetelmät koulun kursseilla. Internet 
myös, mutta se on itsestäänselvää.  
(31) Omaan englannin kielen taitooni on vaikuttanut huomattavasti tv-ohjelmien 
katselu englanniksi ilman tekstityksiä; koen, että kielitaitoni on parantunut 
merkittävästi tämän takia.  
(32) Englantia oppii kaikista parhaiten puhumalla. Lyhytkin ulkomailla oleskelu 
englantia käyttäen kehittää kielitaitoa huimasti! (5 kk Dubaissa) 
(33) Olen oppinut englantia parhaiten englanninkielisien piirrettyjen katsomisesta 
hyvin varhaisessa vaiheessa ja kielitaitoni on edistynyt pelaamalla videopelejä lähes 
päivittäin. Sanastoni laajeni siitä ja sain samalla osan kieliopistani siitä. Koulu toimii 
pelkkänä "valmistajana" tiedon suhteen, minulle ainakin. Kiitos kyselystä :)  
(34) Opin peleistä perus englannin taidot, joiden avulla pystyin kommunikoimaan 
muiden kanssa englanniksi, peleistä saa ulkomaalaisia kavereita ja myöhemmin 
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kirjoittelu on vaihtunut skypettämiseksi (puhumiseksi), jolloin myös suulliset taidot 
ovat kehittyneet.  
(35) Olen oppinut kuulunymmärtämistä etenkin netistä katsomalla tv-sarjoja tai 
elokuvia, mitä ei edes ole Suomessa. Esim. Doctor Who ja useat ei-niin-tunnetut leffat.  
(36) Asenteeni englantia kohtaan on tullut sellaiseksi etten osaa vaikka osaisin ja 
motivaatio on hukassa, kun muut tuntuvat tunneilla osaavan kaiken  
(37) Englannin opiskelumotivaatio mennyt. Kirjan aiheet eivät kiinnosta  
(38) Kyselylomake oli hyvä. Englanti on mielestäni tärkeä kieli ja kaikkien pitäisi 
osata käyttää sitä sujuvasti.  
(39) Englannin opiskelu tuntuu mielekkäältä ja luonnolliselta; sen tietää olevan 
hyödyllistä arkielämässäkin  
(40) Hieno kysely! Englannin opiskelu on ollut aina mielekästä ja koska siitä on 
hyötyä, tulisi sitä myös asenteella opiskella  
(41) Englannin opiskelu on kivaa!  
(42) Englannin kielen oppiminen on vaikeampaa, jos on lukihäiriö. 
